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Narrative Mood in George
Saunders’s “Puppy”
Lisa-Jane Roberts
1 In his  introduction to  Tenth of  December,  the 2013 volume in which the short  story
“Puppy”  appears,  Joel  Lovell  notes  that  “[a]side  from all  the  formal  invention  and
satirical energy of Saunders’s fiction, the main thing about it, which tends not to get its
due, is how much it makes you feel” (xvii). I contend that one of the ways Saunders
elicits  an  emotional  response  in  his  readers  is  through  his  carefully  controlled
narrative focus, which, together with his complex use of free indirect discourse, creates
both closeness to and distance from the characters he is portraying. Such a focus also
builds narrative tensions that mirror socio-political tensions caused by the constructed
nature of modern American society.1
2 In  exploring  this  claim,  I  draw  on  both  classical  and  post-classical  narratological
theories. Although some may believe that structuralist work has been superseded by
the newer narratologies, I take Roy Sommer’s view as he “argues against such strict
distinctions between foundational narratological research exclusively concerned with
theoretical  modelling  on  the  one  hand,  and  narratologies  studying  the  cultural
embedding of narrative in specific historical contexts and constellations on the other”
(par. 2). I believe that the classical structuralist perspective can be fruitfully combined
with a contextual approach, which relates “the phenomena encountered in narrative to
specific cultural, historical, thematic, and ideological contexts” (Meister par. 45), and
with a cognitive approach, concerned with “how narrative constitutes a resource for
interpretation, providing a basis for understanding and characterizing the intentions,
goals,  emotions,  and conduct  of  self  and other” (Herman par.1),  to  provide a  more
rounded analytical framework for discussing narrative texts.
 
Narrative Mood
3 In  his  seminal  work  Narrative  Discourse:  An  Essay  in  Method,  Gérard  Genette  defines
narrative mood as the “regulation of narrative information” (original italics), noting: “the
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view I have of a picture depends for precision on the distance separating me from it,
and for breadth on my position with respect to whatever partial obstruction is more or
less blocking it” (162).
4 By distance,  Genette  refers  to  the “degrees  of  diegesis”  (164)  of  a  narrative,  which
manifests in two aspects of the text, the “Narrative of Events” and the “Narrative of
Words.” The former is related to how “nonverbal events” (169) are presented in the
text in terms of  the degree of  narratorial  presence and the amount of  information
provided. Genette, while pointing out that textual mimesis can only ever be a pretence
of  true  mimesis,  posits  that  “a  maximum  of  information  and  a  minimum  of  the
informer”  (166)  leads  to  greater  mimesis,  and  the  inverse  relationship,  to  greater
diegesis. Meanwhile, his narrative of words is related to how the characters’ speech is
represented  in  the  text.  However,  as  Genette  himself  notes  in  Narrative  Discourse
Revisited, his treatment of free indirect discourse in his 1972 volume was limited to a
“too-brief paragraph” (52). Given the importance of this type of speech and thought
representation in George Saunders’s work, this essay will also be drawing on Shlomith
Rimmon-Kenan’s ideas as set forth in Narrative Fiction, which pays closer attention to
the linguistic features and narrative functions of free indirect discourse. 
5 Genette uses the term “perspective” to refer to how a narrative is focalized, and it is
important to note that his neologistic use of the term focalization refers in turn to “a
selection  of  narrative  information  with  respect  to  what  was  traditionally  called
omniscience”  (Revisited 74).  In  other  words,  how the  information  we  as  readers  can
receive  is  restricted by the author’s  choice  of  narrative  focus.  Genette  offers  three
possibilities here: Zero Focalization, which means that there is no restriction on the
information the narrator, and therefore the reader, can access; Internal Focalization,
which denotes that the accessible information will be restricted to that available to the
character  the  narrative  is  focalized  on;  and  External  Focalization,  which  restricts
narrative  information  to  what  is  available  to  a  narrator  who has  no  access  to  the
thoughts and feelings of a character.2 Further details of both Genette’s and Rimmon-
Kenan’s theories will emerge as we discuss them in relation to George Saunders’s short
story, its socio-political context and reader response to the narrative. 
 
“Puppy”
Focalization and Narrative Parallels
6 First published in The New Yorker in 2007 and later collected in Saunders’s critically
acclaimed  2013  volume  of  short  stories  Tenth  of  December,  “Puppy”  recounts  the
apparently  innocuous  story  of  a  comfortably-off,  middle-class  woman  and  her  two
children. They are travelling to pick up a puppy from a less affluent lady, whose son has
an  unspecified  disorder  that  requires  he  be  restrained  to  avoid  coming  to  harm.
However, the author uses his narrative skill to create parallels and tensions between
the two women and their  respective social  positioning.  This  exposes an underlying
criticism of contemporary middle America as highly individualistic, lacking in a sense
of  solidarity,  and  incapable  of  the  empathetic  impulse  necessary  for  a  society  to
function in a way that caters equally to all its members, regardless of the amount of
cultural capital, to use Bourdieu’s term, that they possess.
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7 We first meet Marie, the wealthier of the two main characters, as she is driving her two
children towards the puppy pick-up point. Saunders, in his inimical style, moves almost
immediately from what first appears to be a narratorial telling—“Twice already Marie
had pointed out”—into a more mimetic showing, thrusting us into his character’s mind
by focalizing his narrative on her and slipping dextrously into free indirect thought: 
.  .  .  the brilliance of the autumnal sun on the perfect field of corn, because the
brilliance of the autumnal sun on the perfect field of corn put her in mind of a
haunted house—not a haunted house she had ever actually seen but the mythical
one that sometimes appeared in her mind . . . (31)
8 This  internal  focalization,  identifiable  according  to  Genette’s  rendering  of  Roland
Barthes’s definition of “the personal mode of narrative” (original italics)—namely that it
is possible to accomplish “rewriting the narrative section … into the first person …
without  the  need  for  ‘any  alteration  of  the  discourse  other  than  the  change  of
grammatical pronouns’” (Narrative Discourse 193)—means that the range of narrative
information available to us becomes narrower, limited to the information that Marie
herself  is  privy  to.  At  the  same time,  the  use  of  free  indirect  thought,  or  interior
monologue,  and  the  consequent  withdrawal  of  the  narratorial  voice  renders  the
narrative  “detailed,  precise,  ‘alive’,  and  .  .  .  give[s]  more  or  less  the  illusion  of
mimesis”  (Narrative  Discourse  164),  which  in  turn  helps  to  create  more  realistic,
believable characters with whom it is easier for the reader to identify and sympathise. 
9 Having introduced us to Marie, Saunders shifts his focus onto Callie, starting off once
again in narratorial mode, “Callie pulled back the blind,” and then switching straight
into the same mode as he did with Marie—internally focalized free indirect thought,
“Yes. Awesome. It was still solved so perfect” (35), which, as with Marie, allows us access
to Callie’s inner self, and shows us her preoccupations and her motivations for actions
that  we  may  judge  differently  if  we  did  not  receive  these  underlying,  personal
justifications. Saunders allows us as readers into both women’s minds and in doing so,
creates a narrative tension that derives from the gap between what we know and what
the characters know.
10 By switching between characters as the story progresses, Saunders provides a perfect
example of what Genette terms variable internal focalization—an alternation between
focalizations on two (or more) characters. This alternation sets up a series of parallels
that Saunders uses not only to continue to build on the tensions that arise from the
discrepancies  between  reader  and  character  awareness,  but  also  as  a  tool  in  his
characterizations of Marie and Callie, which he uses very acutely to reflect the social
and economic schisms that are evident, yet often institutionally ignored, in modern
American society. For example, both Marie and Callie use the word “perfect” in their
first sentences—Marie, in keeping with her superior degree of cultural capital, uses it
grammatically,  as an adjective to describe the beautiful cornfield she is driving her
Lexus through. Callie on the other hand, uses it in place of its adverbial counterpart
“perfectly,”  and Saunders  draws our  attention to  this  faux  pas  by having the word
typeset in italics each time she misuses it, a technique that separates the narrator from
the character. Both women, in their respective first paragraphs, also refer to smoking
marijuana, but their contexts vary in accordance with their social status—Marie likens
this drive with her children and the sharing of the visual experiencing of the perfect
cornfield to being “like friends, like college friends on a road trip, sans pot, ha ha ha!”
(31), while Callie remembers her childhood games in a yard enclosed by a holey wooden
fence where she and her friends “could play Oh My God I Am So High by staggering
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away with your eyes crossed going ‘Peace, man, peace’” (35). Once again the contrasting
parallels created here by the shift in focalization (contrasting the freedom of a college
road  trip  with  an  enclosed  yard  with  a  rickety  fence)  expose  economic  and  social
tensions that will become more fraught as the story progresses and the women meet.
 
Paralipsis
11 Perhaps the most significant example of how Saunders restricts narrative information
to great effect can be seen in his use of what Genette calls paralipsis, or “the omission of
some important action or thought of the focal hero” (Narrative Discourse 196). In the
story, Callie’s young boy, Bo, suffers from a mental disorder, which means he has to be
under constant supervision, and he cannot be allowed out of the safety of his home
alone.  With  limited  economic  resources  and  a  desire  to  allow Bo  as  much relative
freedom as possible, Callie, rather than keeping him “stuck in the house, all miserable
. . . screaming in bed, so frustrated” (43), decides to rig up an outdoor harness for him.
Yet, when she is surveying her handiwork she makes no mention of the harness that
she can obviously see. By rights, if the narrative is internally focalized on Callie, we
should receive the same information she has access to. Nevertheless, Saunders holds
back on us and limits Callie’s thoughts to how “perfect” Bo’s outdoor situation is. This
leads us to imagine he is safely confined in the yard for no mention is made of the less-
savoury, morally questionable harness until the narrative focus has shifted onto Marie.
At this point, we are given her horrified report of “a young boy . .  .  harnessed and
chained to a tree . . . [who] railed against the chain, whipped it back and forth, crawled
to  a  bowl  of  water,  and  .  .  .  took  a  drink:  a  drink  from  a  dog’s  bowl”  (39-40).  Our
sympathies with Callie are sorely tested by such an omission on her part and by Marie’s
highly coloured disclosure, though an empathetic Saunders has engineered our opinion
carefully to align our sympathies with Callie despite our shock, as discussed below. 
12 Marie  falls  victim  to  paralipsis  without  the  benefits  of  authorial  empathy,  and  in
another example of narrative parallelism, the omission of information is related to her
son, Josh. While never explicitly mentioning them, Saunders allows us to sense that
Josh also has behavioural problems. Josh’s mother observes his intense concentration
on his ever-present video game and even comments on the strange “git-git-git sound he
always made when his Baker was in Baking Mode” (34), in themselves not especially
significant indicators that  something is  amiss,  but  when she continues her train of
thought with “And it had helped, it really had. Josh was less withdrawn lately” (34), we
realise that something is not right. This impression is reinforced when Marie mentions
that when she spoke to him about his video game Josh “would reach back with his non-
controlling hand and swat at her affectionately, and yesterday they’d shared a good
laugh when he’d accidentally knocked off her glasses” (34). The paralipsis here is the
omission  of  any  explicit  information  about  Josh’s  behavioural  problems  and  their
causes—clearly, things that his mother would be aware of, but which have been omitted
from her reported thoughts and, consequently, would not be available to us at all, were
it not for Saunders’s mastery of the modality of distance.
 
Distance
13 I  have previously  noted that  the use  of  free  indirect  thought  leads  to  an apparent
withdrawal of the narratorial voice which makes it possible for readers to form a direct
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relationship with the characters, and therefore promotes a sympathetic,  or even an
empathetic  response from them. However,  as  Genette notes, free indirect  discourse
(herein referred to as FID) is only the “beginning of emancipation” (Narrative Discourse
172), it does not free the character from narratorial comment altogether, because the
narrator does not in fact completely disappear. Evidence of the continued presence of
the narrator is seen in the use of third person pronouns and the shift into the past
tense,  indicative  of  the  reported  nature  of  the  speech and thought  representation.
These linguistic clues show us that there is an external presence reporting events, an
extradiegetic narrator, whose persona may or may not coincide with that of the author,
and  whose  own  perceptions  and  opinions  can  often  be  gleaned  from  the  subtle
intrusions he makes into the narrative. Therefore, while we are drawn closer to the
characters  through  internal  focalization,  we  are  also  distanced  from  them  by  the
realisation that there is an external, observing entity whose opinions may not concur
with those of the characters, opening a path of dissent that readers will naturally tend
to  follow  because  in  contrast  to  the  highly  subjective  characters,  whose  “personal
involvement [and] value-scheme[s]” (Rimmon-Kenan 101) render them unreliable, the
narrator offers a more detached and so more authoritative view of the events in the
narrative. Rimmon-Kenan calls this “ironic distancing” (115) and includes it as one of
the primary functions of FID. 
14 This is undoubtedly applicable to the treatment of Marie in “Puppy.” Able to charge
exotic pets to credit cards, purchase video games and drive a Lexus, Marie is shown to
be  an  affluent  member  of  America’s  middle  class.  She  is also  sensitive  to  beauty,
eloquent and a model of liberal-minded, fun, middle-class mothering, which, when we
discover the less happy circumstances of her own childhood, puts her firmly in line for
our sympathy as an example of someone who has risen above her humble beginnings to
achieve the great American Dream. Yet, even in the early stages of the story, before we
have  Callie  to  measure  her  against,  something  keeps  us  from  sympathising
unreservedly with Marie. That something is the narratorial voice that Saunders almost
imperceptibly mixes with the character’s voice in his extensive passages of FID, making
us aware that the character upon whom the narrative is focused is not what she herself
would have us believe. We begin to mistrust Marie, whose constructed façade cracks
under our narrator-guided scrutiny, revealing the forced tone of her constant hilarity,
and the verging-on-hysterical insistence at how happy she is and how wonderful her
life is. 
15 The  abovementioned  example  of  Josh  swatting  his  mother  is  illustrative  of  the
discrepancy between what Marie wants (and wants us) to believe, and what we are led
by the narrative to understand as true. The “ironic distancing” that FID can provide
means that we understand the more violent “hit” when Marie thinks “swat,” and that
we can hear the strained nature of the “good laugh” that followed the little boy’s act of
violence.  Even greater,  and perhaps  more  damning,  narratorial  perspective  colours
Marie’s internal monologue when she arrives at Callie’s house to pick up the puppy and
cannot help, in her shock, showing her true colours: 
Well, wow, what a super field trip for the kids, Marie thought, ha ha (the filth, the
mildew smell . . .), and although some might have been disgusted (by the spare tire
on the dining room table . . .), Marie realized (resisting the urge to rush to the sink
and wash her hands . . .) that what this was was deeply sad. (38)
16 The  parentheses,  the  italics  and  the  reporting  verbs  indicate  the  presence  of  an
external  observer,  whose  subtly  ironic  reporting  tone  highlights  the  difference
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between Marie’s real disgust and her constructed show of sympathy. Her refusal to
even  attempt  to  sympathise  with  Callie’s  situation  provokes  a  parallel  reaction  in
readers, who find themselves no longer willing to sympathise with her,  Marie, even
when we see Bo “chained to a tree.”
17 Saunders has deliberately withheld this information about Callie’s “perfect” solution to
Bo’s problem until he has made sure that we will not accept Marie’s word as absolute
truth. He has done so to ensure that readers sympathise with Callie, the socially and
economically  less  well-endowed  of  the  two  women.  Rimmon-Kenan  mentions  a
“double-edged” effect of FID, noting that the very technique that can be used to create
ironic  distance,  can  also  “promote  an  empathetic  identification  on  the  part  of  the
reader” (115), and we see this exemplified in Saunders treatment of Callie.
18 As noted above, Callie’s speech is, at times, grammatically incorrect. It is also far less
sophisticated than Marie’s, with shorter sentences (compare Marie’s opening 13-line
extravaganza  to  Callie’s  five-word  opener),  no  dramatic  repetitions,  and  simpler
diction. Callie also openly considers negative aspects of her life, something that Marie
noticeably  tries  to  hide  behind  her  enforced  “family  laughter”  (33)  and  jollity.
Together, these factors mean that Callie comes across as a less artificial character, an
impression Saunders enhances by keeping narratorial comment and ironic distancing
from Callie to an absolute minimum. The effect of this is that we believe her expressed
motivation to be far more honest than Marie’s constructed superficiality, and because
Callie makes no attempt to hide her weaknesses and troubles, she also appears a lot
more  vulnerable  than Marie.  This  open vulnerability  means  that  our  sympathy for
Callie is likely to outweigh any moral scruples we may feel about her decision to tie her
son to a tree, and in this way Saunders ensures that the sadness Marie pretends to see
in Callie’s situation becomes a real emotional reaction in readers.
***
19 Many of George Saunders’s stories, including “Puppy,” were first published in The New
Yorker, whose average reader is reported to earn almost double the average American
income and is,  according to  its  Encyclopædia  Britannica  entry,  “sophisticated”  and
“well-educated,” and, as shown by a Pew Research Centre study, tends to be politically
left-leaning.  Given  these  characteristics,  it  seems  safe  to  assume  that  Saunders’s
original intended audience would naturally gravitate towards identification with Marie,
whose social status is more like their own than is Callie’s. This tendency, one imagines,
would only be reinforced by the superficial attributes and actions of each woman in the
story—affluent  Marie  adheres  to  the  socially  engineered  and  applauded  norms  of
consumerism, individualism, and liberal parenting, while social underdog Callie flies in
the face of middle-class gentility by having a filthy house, a volatile husband, a less
polished command of the English language, and a problematic child she keeps tied to a
tree in her garden. Yet through his techniques of focalization and narrative distancing,
Saunders  commits  what  Jameson terms a  “socially  symbolic  act”—underpinning his
literature with a recognizably “political perspective” (17) that champions the working
class, and creating a literary artefact that responds to the socio-political conditions of
his own historical moment. The author deepens our understanding of Marie and Callie,
evoking  an  unexpected  emotional  response  in  his  readers,  as  he  manipulates  their
sympathies in a way that in many cases will  conflict  with their initial  class-related
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inclinations  and (perhaps)  lead them to  reflect  upon both their  own socio-political
prejudices and the society that has engendered them.
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NOTES
1. Similar  conclusions  are  drawn  by  Michael  Basseler  and  Robert  Cameron  Wilson  in  their
respective articles on narrative empathy and polyphony, published in 2017 in Philip Coleman and
Steve Gronert Ellerhof’s George Saunders:  Critical  Essays,  which came to my attention after this
paper was completed. 
2. Jane  Lewin,  in  her  translation  of  Narrative  Discourse,  uses  the  phrase  “focalized  through,”
which, as Niederhoff notes, “speaks volumes” of an apparent and ongoing confusion about the
differences  between Genettean focalization  and the  traditional  “point-of-view paradigm.”  To
retain  a  clear  distinction  between  the  two,  I  will  be  following  Genette’s  original  notion  of
focalisation sur by using the preposition “on” throughout this paper.
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ABSTRACTS
Pour procéder à une analyse de « Puppy », une nouvelle de l’auteur américain George Saunders,
le présent article s’appuie sur des concepts de la narratologie contextuelle et cognitive ainsi que
sur l’approche structuraliste de Gérard Genette. Cela, dans la perspective d’exposer l’utilisation
des outils de narratologie spécifiques par lesquels l’auteur parvient à prédisposer ses lecteurs à
l’égard  des  personnages  et  de  l’intrigue  pour  provoquer  chez  eux une  remise  en  question.
Genette  a  reconnu  lui-même  que  son  analyse  du  discours  indirect  libre  est  lacunaire.  Pour
analyser  ce  trope  chez  Saunders  (qui  y  a  largement  recours),  et  pour  compléter  le  cadre
théorique de cet article, on se tournera également vers les travaux de Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan
publiés à la suite de ceux de Genette. La présentation sommaire du cadre théorique sera suivie
d’une étude approfondie de « Puppy » qui mettra en évidence le rôle de cette volonté auctoriale
d’agir sur les lecteurs, volonté qui transforme cette nouvelle en un exemple de commentaire
social, l’un des thèmes phares de l’œuvre de Saunders.
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